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			To Miller, Hunter, and Piper:

			Always let your little light shine
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			THE PATH FORWARD: A FEW NOTES FROM THE EXPERT

			WHY THIS BOOK MATTERS

			My kids often ask me, “Mom, can I really be anything I want to be?” Like any parent offering the company line, I respond with “Yes, anything is possible.” But the pragmatist in me adds a caveat. You can be anything if you’re willing to work for it. You’ll need endless dedication, grit, proper fuel, a bit of luck (it also helps if the genetic gods smile on you), and the right support to get you there.

			But here’s the thing. Somewhere between the bliss of childhood and the realities of adulthood, we come to learn that there’s a real world out there. And the real world is hard. It often feels as if the critics outnumber the fans. And depending on the relevant influences, the thickness of our skin, and our support systems, we can find our trajectory changed—for better or for worse.

			Knowing this, I want to tell them: “I know you can set the world on fire, but I can’t tell you exactly how.” I can’t tell you the exact path to the peak of a mountain, but I do know you won’t get there without working for it. And I can show you several paths that will NOT take you to the top, because I’ve followed some of these paths. These are frustrating and a waste of time or dark and desolate and lead you in the wrong direction.

			And that’s why this book matters. The knowledge shared in these pages, along with the aid of experts, leaders, and mentors, will help you find your best self. So whether you’re currently on the right road and just need a few directions or you are so lost you feel like you might never get where you want to go, you’ve got help here. No matter where you are on your nutrition journey, you’re not alone in your desire to build a better relationship with food and self or to finally find a better way to meet your health, lifestyle, and performance goals. Soon you’ll begin to see that light at the end of the tunnel, provided by someone who went before you and took the time to look back and weigh in with real-world advice and insights across the pages of this book.

			WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

			Fitness enthusiasts, competitors, contenders, Olympians, elites, age-group stars, rising stars, mother runners, anyone too busy putting in the work to do much grandstanding.

			I wrote this book for those who exercise with purpose. For sweaty people familiar with terms like Dri-FIT and fartlek and gels. For those who link their identity with action verbs. For those who own multiple pairs of running shoes. For those who see opportunities to race when they look at their calendar and feel a bit lost when not actively pursuing one goal or another. Those dedicated to the cause and the process rather than winning at all costs. Who realize life is you versus you, and therefore you are your biggest critic or your biggest fan. This book is for those who have not yet learned that life is more marathon than sprint and for those who could teach a course on that exact lesson. For those who haven’t even peaked and those trying their damnedest to reignite a lost spark.

			Am I speaking your language? Then get ready to learn what it takes to build your best self yet. Ounce by ounce, cell by cell, built by better nutrition, habits, perspectives.

			Find Pro Tips and strategies that are rooted in science and supported by practice. Advice shared while fueling countless athletes and friends throughout my time as a sports dietitian, mom, and athlete. And advice from elite athletes, coaches, Olympians, scientists, and leaders weighing in on lessons learned across their own nutrition journeys.

			Discover how to rock game-day fueling, eat for health, and tear down obstacles in your path. Most of all, I hope you evolve to be comfortable in your own skin and build an amazing relationship with food. I’m here to teach you how to develop a way of eating that fuels and sustains. It’s now more important than ever to uncover a way to prevent and fix muddied, broken relationships with food and self. Once you are no longer willing to listen to misinformation or give way to negativity, this book will become your weapon in the fight against internal doubts and external critics.

			So from the track to the road to the pitch to the gym, classroom to internship to office to home, you’ll build a nutrition foundation that’s so solid, it will support you as you crank out countless miles and endless training sessions, and then recover and ultimately thrive. Get ready to fill a plate that works for YOU. To finally understand what it takes to fuel your performance, your health, and your best self.

			DEAR YOUNGER, HUNGRY ME

			What if you could go back in time and offer advice to your younger self? What would you say? How would you mentor the younger you? How would you respond to the countless important questions? Questions about whether your dedication to sport was worth it. Questions about what you should eat and why these choices were important. Questions about how to navigate dark days, work through relationships, and avoid obstacles.

			Each of us has a journey to share, insights to impart. We can’t change the past, but we can learn from it. The letters that flow across these pages are here to help you build a better future based on knowledge gleaned from the past.

			DEAR YOUNGER, HUNGRY ME: JOAN BENOIT SAMUELSON

			Joan Benoit Samuelson could be described as the godmother of women’s running. She’s a venerated world record holder, a gold medal Olympian, a course record holder, and winner of several prestigious road races, including the first women’s Olympic Marathon, the Chicago Marathon, the Falmouth Road Race (six times), and the Beach to Beacon 10K (a race she founded). In 2019, she ran the Boston Marathon, forty years after her 1979 win, with a goal of finishing within forty minutes of her winning time. She did even better. With a wicked fast time of 3:04:00, she crossed the finish within 30 minutes of her previous time, winning her age group (sixty to sixty-four) along the way.

			Those close to Joan describe her as a humble, gracious, determined runner from Maine who loves the outdoors, her garden, and skiing. She’s unquestionably a passionate advocate for the sport of running. Spend time with Joan and you’re bound to meet someone whose life she’s changed for the better. She’s unknowingly inspired complete strangers to pick up a pair of running shoes, start putting one foot in front of the other, and become a better version of themselves. Along the way, Joan has shattered glass ceilings, shown countless women what is possible, and served as an exemplar for balancing motherhood and work. She humorously divides her career into two distinct phases: Before Children and After Diapers. Joan is honest, kind, and real. I’m honored to call her friend and elated to share her letter with you.

			
				Dear Younger, Hungry Joan,

				Your growing passion for running is about to open some amazing doors of opportunity. Your talent will lead you through, and the result will help others understand all that can be possible when you pursue your dreams. As you chase these dreams, always listen to your heart and your gut too. Remember, you have nothing to prove except to yourself.

				As you mature, listen to the wisdom of those who matter: your parents, teachers, coaches, and friends. But don’t underestimate the value of your own opinion as well. Don’t be afraid to dream too big, because while there will continue to be a lack of opportunities, as a young girl and woman you can start the wheels of change. The women who have gone before you have begun to pave the way, and now you get to help define what is possible and then redefine it for yourself and for other young women.

				Protect your dreams, be willing to work for them, and never say never. Don’t be afraid of setting lofty goals; should you fail, you’ll be a stronger person for it. Do not compromise; set intermediate stepping-stones until you reach what’s possible. Otherwise, you will be cutting your true potential short. The first women’s Olympic Marathon? A lofty goal that will help you and the world understand what’s possible.

				You will look for opportunities that will benefit others and you will benefit as well. Your neighborhood community of friends—not boys, not girls, just children—will include you and push you. They will make you feel welcome in their games and activities, and you’ll become stronger as a result of trying to keep up with their physical activities. Remember to play hard with passion and consideration. These early days and friends are valuable, setting the foundation for what it means to be an integral part of a family, team, and community. That makes you who you are. Push your limits as an individual, but embrace the old adage “There is no I in team.”

				Remember to be kind and empathetic to those whom you meet as you mature. When it comes to fueling your body and spirit, don’t forget the importance that parents put on being there physically and mentally at mealtime. Mother will serve nourishing, well-balanced meals by making meals colorful. You will continue to thrive on local and fresh garden-rich offerings. Soda and candy will be treats and not readily available (except when visiting grandmother)! Look for the hidden gumdrops and jelly beans she’ll hide while she babysits and everyone naps. Hold this memory tight. And let this be an early education regarding treats and rewards.

				Always believe that there is no finish line to possibility and potential. Believe in yourself. Live by the old proverb “If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again.” There are no shortcuts to hard work, but it’s a lot easier if there is passion.

				Sincerely,

				Joan

			

		

	
		
			WHY NUTRITION MATTERS

			If you’re searching for that one person who can change your life for the better, go find a mirror.

			Nutrition is a science, but eating involves emotion. And given that we’re more often emotional than rational when it comes to food, it can be hard to act on nutritional tactics that we all know work. We ourselves, including what we eat, change constantly, fluctuating with the stage of life we’re in and with the passing seasons, often in response to needing to deal with whatever our day hands us. There’s nothing wrong with changing: after all, our bodies, including our physical and health needs, change, and our nutrition must change in order for us to adapt and rise to the occasion. But when our diet changes for the worse, not for the better, it’s time to take note.

			We naturally mature from eating for survival to eating with purpose and for wellness and pleasure. But as emotional beings, we can easily become overwhelmed by appetite, a dizzying array of options, and the criticism of others, coping by eating too much or not at all. For some, there is no in-between. And the solace and support we once received from gatherings around the dinner table with family, friends, and teammates can disappear, replaced by hectic schedules, takeout, distrust, and outside influencers pushing their own notion of “the perfect plate.”

			It’s a jungle out there. The stress that surrounds food threatens our relationship with the very sustenance that enables us to survive.

			If you’re like most, you’ve got a handle on what purposeful nutrition looks like. Consistently translating that knowledge into action, however, is a struggle. Or perhaps you find that your body is objecting to the foods you’re eating. Or what works one day of the month falls flat a week later. Or you rock at eating healthy when you’re in a good mindset but get totally derailed anytime you’re injured or stressed. We’ll explore tactics to help you build better habits and employ female-forward science to build a plan as unique as you. And if you’re struggling with energy availability or restricting what’s on your plate, we’ll explore ways to recover.

			Today’s lifestyle can shake even the strongest of nutritional foundations. Even the relatively confident and well-informed are inundated with conflicting research, unfounded advice, and plenty of unsolicited opinions on what to eat. Welcome to a world where the majority of us no longer feel confident in our food choices or our own skin.

			TIME FOR A CHANGE

			Enough is enough. It’s time to better understand the real science of nutrition and the elements of female physiology and female health so we can own our plate, fuel ourselves to support the fire within, and ultimately rebuild a better relationship with food.

			In the effort to become your best, healthiest, most powerful self, finding the right fuel matters. Eating with purpose in mind, consuming the optimal fuel in the right amounts at the right time and even on the right day of the month will help you feel energized and nourished rather than fatigued, injured, or ill. If you gain an understanding of basic nutrition and the best sources of nutrients and learn how to navigate dining halls, own your kitchen, or meal prep and plan like a pro, you’ll be on the right path.

			If you’re ready to help create a world in which better nutrition and better image of self can thrive, I’m glad you’re here. If you’re determined to find fuel that works for you—fuel that responds to the needs of your unique female physiology—and to fight back against outdated advice, unfounded opinions, and negativity, this guidebook is for you. Let’s start learning how to love and nourish the skin we’re in, challenge our expectations of ourselves, enhance our performance, and fuel the fire for the weeks, months, and years to come.

		

	
		
			MAPPING OUT DAILY ENERGY NEEDS

			At times, when I introduce myself as a dietitian, I end up regretting I’ve said anything. I’m inevitably peppered with overly personal questions about nutrition, leaving me to wonder, once again, why I didn’t lie and say I sell appliances. Strangers consistently ask me how many calories they should eat. I’m certain a look of disbelief floods my face when I hear this question, as the supposedly simple task of calculating calorie needs is anything but.

			Many of our nutritional concerns revolve around the humble calorie, because this ubiquitous unit of energy holds a lot of sway. The power to fuel our day. The power to fuel miles and speed. Not enough calories and we hit the wall or crumble. Too many and we need to nap or go shopping for a bigger pair of pants.

			Determining your calorie needs is just one step in figuring out your perfect plate, and if you skip this step, you can still navigate toward health and performance. Because honestly, the makeup of your plate—the nutritional quality or nutrient density of chosen foods—is much more important than the number of calories it contains. Countless factors impact your caloric requirements, given that your caloric needs vary from day to day—depending on how much and how intensely you’re training and what point you’re at in your training cycle—and across the stages of your life. The number of calories you need today will not be the same as you need tomorrow and in the future.

			For some, establishing a calorie goal is unnecessary and potentially dangerous. It can take you to a dark place if you’re predisposed to let hitting this number derail your day or if you tend to equate calories with self-worth. Don’t give it that power.

			In my practice, I often find that identifying a calorie range can be valuable in keeping you supplied with the energy you need to support optimal body function, in helping you determine how much of each macronutrient to consume, and in bringing you one step closer to your body composition goals.

			DRIVERS OF ENERGY NEEDS

			Your body requires energy all the time to keep it fully functioning. Add in activity and this energy demand increases. The unit of energy that food provides is the simple calorie. The following factors determine the number of calories you need to feel your best and perform at the top of your game:

			
					
					Your basal metabolic rate (BMR)—the energy needed to keep your systems functioning while at rest

				

					
					The thermic effect of food (TEF)—the energy needed to digest food

				

					
					The thermic effect of activity (TEA)—the energy needed to move and composed of multiple factors:

					
							
							Spontaneous physical activity—physical behavior that emanates from an unconscious drive for movement (e.g., fidgeting)

						

							
							Exercise—a range of demanding behaviors, varying across seasons and training blocks

						

							
							Non-exercise activity thermogenesis—energy expended for everything we do that is not sleeping, eating, or sports-like exercise

						

					

			

			

			For sedentary individuals, the basal metabolic rate accounts for 60 to 80 percent of daily calorie needs, while in active individuals, BMR accounts for much less—as little as 38 to 47 percent of energy expenditure. TEF accounts for 10 percent of energy expenditure, and the components of TEA account for the remainder. If we take into account training loads and activities of daily life, TEA can range from minimal impact in sedentary populations to over 50 percent of total energy expenditure in athletes.

			For athletes, some factors have the potential to increase—to varying degrees—caloric needs above baseline requirements. These factors include:

			
					
					Exposure to cold or heat

				

					
					Fear and stress

				

					
					High-altitude training

				

					
					Various injuries

				

					
					Specific drugs or medications

				

					
					The luteal phase of the menstrual cycle

				

			

			For athletes, factors with the potential to decrease caloric needs above baseline requirements include:

			
					
					Reductions in training

				

					
					Aging

				

					
					Decreases in fat-free mass

				

					
					The follicular phase of the menstrual cycle

				

			

			
				Pro Tip: Tempted to use an online calculator or app to determine optimal calorie needs? Proceed with caution. Most often these tools ask for very few inputs—gender, weight (or goal weight), age—and generally result in a wholly inaccurate representation of an athlete’s true energy needs. Make sure the tool you use asks for multiple inputs, and if the calculator kicks out a recommendation that is less than 1,500 calories a day, it’s probably not taking into account the energy needed for your stage of life, training, performance, and health.

			
			TEST WISELY

			Without a doubt, the best way to determine your energy needs is in a lab setting, using a dual-energy X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA or DXA) scan to measure body composition, plus an indirect calorimetry machine for resting metabolic rate measurements. A variety of testing methods are usually available (see this page) at university nutrition clinics or exercise physiology labs (so ask around if you’re a collegiate athlete). The rest of us can gain access to these precise measurements via a hospital lab setting or a sports medicine clinic, or simply through a local university. Consider making an appointment and getting scanned so you know the state of your bone health as well as how much of your mass is lean tissue and how much is fat mass. Consider having your BMR tested rather than estimated; more precise data allows for a more confident approach when mapping out a fueling plan.

			When gold-standard DEXAs and lab-based tests are not readily available, we use other tools (that is to say, math) in a clinic setting and on the sidelines. Validated equations like the one listed below are often relied upon to estimate your daily caloric needs. Remember, these equations offer merely a starting point, a goal that will evolve over time, just like you. So grab a pencil and a calculator and let’s get started.

			LET’S TALK ABOUT WEIGHT

			Keep in mind that the number on the scale is just one element to consider when you are thinking about your health and athletic performance. Your current weight does serve as a starting point and is a required factor in metabolism equations. But before you get to adding and subtracting, pause to consider where you are and where you’d like to be. Is your current weight healthy? Is your goal weight realistic? To answer these questions for clients, I consider more than just one number; I take into account the person’s body mass index, ideal body weight, and feel-good weight.

			Body Mass Index: What Is It?

			Your body mass index, or BMI, is a ratio of weight to height calculated by dividing your weight (in kilograms) by your height (in meters, squared). This screening tool is often used as an indicator of obesity and underweight but is not used to diagnose body composition or health. The calculation of a body mass index has significant limitations, such as overestimating body fat in muscular athletes and underestimating body fat in those who have lost muscle mass. For example, I’ve seen a number of “overweight” young athletes who are in excellent health with strong, lean physiques and who can run a sub-6-minute mile. I’ve also seen a lot of “healthy weight” athletes who desperately need more muscle mass to support their sport or who are deficient in nutrient intake and battling a disordered approach to eating.

			BMI is rarely a priority metric for athletes, but it can prove useful in setting a baseline weight status for those in the general population. BMI is also a good gauge of risk for diseases that tend to develop as your percentage of body fat increases, underlining why you’re likely to hear your health care professional use this term. Higher BMIs can be correlated with higher risk of certain diseases such as heart disease, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, gallstones, breathing problems, and certain cancers. BMIs categorized as underweight correlate with health risks such as a weakened immune system, malnutrition, poor bone health, and lower muscle mass.

			Body Mass Index: Calculate It

			Your body mass index is calculated by dividing your weight in kilograms by your height in square meters (kg/m2). If you prefer American measurements, the equation for BMI is:

			
				Weight in pounds × 703 / (Height in inches × Height in inches)

				Calculate your BMI: _____________

			

			Another, simpler alternative is just to go to a reliable online BMI calculator and plug in your weight and height. You’ll find one at https://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/assessing/bmi/adult_bmi/english_bmi_calculator/bmi_calculator.html.

			Now, what does that mean? Are you at a healthy BMI or should you consider striving for a lower number, one better for your health? Or is your BMI low and could you be heading toward injury and illness as you drop further into the underweight category?

			BMI is classified into underweight, healthy weight, overweight, and obese.The categories are as follows:

			
				Underweight = less than 18.5

				Healthy weight = 18.5 to less than 25

				Overweight = 25 to less than 30

				Obese = 30 or higher

			

			Ideal Body Weight: What Is It?

			Now, let’s consider your ideal body weight using the Hammond Method:

			Simplistically defined, ideal body weight (IBW) is a term used to indicate a target body weight for nutritional and health assessments. IBW equations (and quite a few exist) are formulated to predict weight as a linear function of height, so you can see that this metric doesn’t necessarily take form and fitness level or stage of life wholly into the equation. Fairly straightforward to calculate, IBW, much like BMI, should be taken with a grain of salt. To begin with, IBW was originally defined as the weight associated with the greatest life expectancy at each height, but there is no single ideal weight that applies universally to all health conditions and all demographics. On paper, IBW equations may yield a specific body weight, but in reality, nutrition experts and clinical data support a range of target body weights. Finally, researchers have analyzed IBW equations and showed that IBW equations tend to underestimate body weight at shorter heights and overestimate body weights at taller heights. In most settings, IBW equations have largely been replaced by BMI ranges. But for purposes of this discussion, you can determine your ideal body weight using the Hammond equation, which is frequently used for nutrition assessments. I recommend adding +/−10 percent to arrive at a range.

			Ideal Body Weight: Calculate It

			
				Female: Wt** (kg) = 45 + 0.9 × (Ht* − 150 cm) +/−10%

				Male: Wt** (kg) = 48 + 1.1 × (Ht* − 150 cm) +/−10%

				*Height in centimeters. Convert height in inches to centimeters by multiplying by 2.54.

				**Weight in kilograms. Convert weight in pounds to kilograms by dividing by 2.2.

			

			For example, the ideal body weight of a 5'5" female would be calculated as:

			
				5'5" = 65 inches = 165.1 cm

				[45 + 0.9 × (165.1 − 150)] +/−10%

				[45 + 0.9 × (15.1)] +/−10% = 58.6 kg +/−10% → 52.7 to 64.5 kg

				Convert kilograms to pounds by multiplying by 2.2. Thus, in pounds, IBW = 129 lb +/−10%, or a range of 116 to 142 pounds.

			

			Using Body Composition to Identify a More Precise Ideal Body Weight

			The human body is made up of lean mass, fat mass, and a host of other factors (like water). General equations can’t get to the root of what you’re made of. But if you have data in hand following a DEXA scan or other vetted method, you can assess if you’re where you want to be. Note I didn’t say determine if you’re where your coach wants you to be or where you need to be. Remember, nothing supports the idea that body fat percentage of X percent equals X minutes per mile or X place on the podium. (To learn more about the measurement and impact of body composition, see this page.) Body composition is one factor out of many, so you’d be better off spending time planning a better plate, understanding nutrient timing, or strengthening your core rather than chasing a specific ratio of fat mass to lean mass.

			Still, this metric proves useful to many. Let’s say you have your body composition checked and you learn that 22 percent of your 5'5", 130-pound female body is fat mass. This is well within normal, healthy limits, but you feel that with some simple dietary changes, you could shed some fat mass while still feeling energized and perhaps improving your performance. You target a 10 percent reduction, down from 22 to 20 percent body fat, and will monitor yourself to see if you feel lighter and more powerful. So how to determine the IBW to get you there?

			
				Step 1: Determine current percentage of fat mass and lean mass as well as goal percentages.

				Current: 22% body fat, 78% lean

				Goal: 20% body fat, 80% lean

				Step 2: Calculate lean body mass (lb).

				Lean body mass = your lean body mass percentage at your current weight

				130 lb × 78% lean (0.78) = 101 lb of lean muscle mass (that you don’t want to shed)

				Step 3: Determine estimated ideal body weight.

				Divide lean body mass by optimal lean body mass percentage

				101 lb / 80% (0.80) = 126 lb

			

			Checks and Balances Matter

			The motivation to reach an ideal body weight or a goal weight varies from person to person. But in athletes, the motivation is almost always rooted in performance. Athletes are wired to do what it takes to improve, whether that’s train harder, take recovery seriously, skip happy hour, or lose excess weight. But when we identify what we perceive to be an excess of body weight and decide to take ideal body weight to extremes, the above equation can begin to spiral out of control.

			Using the athlete in the example above, a shift from current 22 percent body fat down to an arbitrary 8 percent body fat might spark hope of improved performance. Ignore the fact that a female athlete with only 8 percent body fat is dipping into essential stores needed to support physiological functions, not to mention that arriving at this low number and staying at it for a while will likely bring about health complications. If we use that equation, 8 percent body fat would equate to an ideal body weight of less than 110 pounds. According to the Hammond equation, at this weight a 5'5" female athlete is well outside the range of healthy or athletic. A weight loss this great would result in a BMI of 18.3kg/m2, or clinically underweight.

			There are checks and balances when it comes to determining a weight that will work to support your health and performance goals, so use more than one tool to find a range that can work for you.

			Find Your Feel-Good Weight

			One such tool that I use with athletes is what I call your feel-good weight. That is, rather than focusing on some magical and elusive weight, try asking yourself: At what weight do I feel good? This means that you feel full of energy and ready to tackle your day, and your blood pressure, heart rate, blood glucose, and blood lipid levels are right where your doctor wants them to be. When you arrive at this number, compare it to your ideal body weight range, aim to fall within a healthy BMI, and you’ll have a great place to start.

			
				Pro Tip: Let’s talk about race weight. I can’t overemphasize the fact that while assessment and manipulation of body composition can better one’s performance, taken to extremes this manipulation does the exact opposite. For some, healthy reductions in weight may improve performance. But left unchecked, continued reductions will result in a breaking point. While there is an undeniable connection between body weight and performance, athletic performance can’t be predicted or guaranteed based on body composition or a number on the scale. Let that sink in. The mere fact that you hit a number on the scale does not assure you a place on the podium. And conversely, if you fail to hit race weight before the big day, this doesn’t mean you won’t win. Spending lots of time and energy chasing some arbitrary number is both unproductive and unhealthy.

			
			FIGHTING THAT FEELING OF “FAT”

			Let’s address the uncomfortable subject of the number on the scale. Because determining what your “ideal” weight is, listening to what someone else deems a desirable weight, or simply considering your actual body weight can increase conversations around feelings of “fatness.” The vast majority of college-age women and about a quarter of college-age males commiserate over feeling fat, yet few are actually overweight.

			Peer-to-peer chats may be extremely common among women and men, but they aren’t productive. And while we all look for empathy or reassurance, Simon Marshall, PhD, coauthor of The Brave Athlete, says these conversations aren’t moving us in the right direction. Marshall notes that while women believe “fat talk” makes them feel better, the opposite happens. Such conversations often leave us feeling even more dissatisfied with our bodies. And evolving research suggests that these sisterhood confession sessions can actually contribute to weight gain: they add psychological stress and lead to unsustainable dietary habits that contribute to weight gain. What you thought was a cathartic discussion is usually destructive. So skip the fat talk.

			Marshall suggests when you “feel” fat, this can be a smoke screen for other feelings: frustration over a training session gone wrong or a lack of control over food habits; jealousy over someone’s genetic predisposition to be built a certain way. You see where this is going.

			When you experience a feeling of fatness, pause to consider what might have triggered it. In this case, a trigger is a circumstance or event that prompted you to respond in a certain way. Sort through the underlying emotions and ask yourself if there’s a pattern to the times you feel fat. Are there certain triggers or environments or even people who continue to lead you to this state of dissatisfaction with your body?

			Remember, it’s normal to feel fat occasionally, and depending on the day of the month and the fuel in your tank; remember that your weight does indeed fluctuate. Your long-term goal is to be aware that your body is dynamic, and thus these feelings happen. Acknowledge them but don’t react to them. Don’t let feelings of fatness own your day. You’re too strong for that. Move on.

			If you’re really struggling to navigate your way around negative feelings about yourself or about food, or if these internal conversations seem to be happening more and more, it may be time to ask for help.

			DETERMINING CALORIE NEEDS

			Start with determining your basal metabolic rate (BMR), the bare minimum number of calories you need each day to keep your vital organs functioning—your brain thinking, your heart pumping, and so on. Calculate this number based on your weight today. (We’ll discuss the necessary math for making changes to your weight in a bit.) BMR is typically not a high number because it represents the number of calories your body needs at rest.

			Here’s how to determine your basal metabolic rate using the Mifflin-St. Jeor equation:

			
					
					Start with your weight in kilograms: just divide your weight in pounds by 2.2.

				

					
					Next, convert your height to centimeters: multiply your height in inches by 2.54.

				

					
					Now, apply this formula:

					Female: [10 × weight (kg)] + [6.25 × height (cm)] − [5 × age (yr)] − 161 = ________

					Male: [10 × weight (kg)] + [6.25 × height (cm)] − [5 × age (yr)] + 5 = ________

					

			

			The resulting number is your estimated basal metabolic rate. Remember, this is the amount of energy needed to fuel a day in bed (which sounds lovely, BTW). To fuel your day-to-day activities and performance, multiply this number by a physical activity level (PAL) factor (more on that in a bit).

			Note: Many online BMR calculators use the Harris-Benedict equation to determine BMR. For athletes, many practitioners use the Mifflin-St. Jeor to more accurately estimate needs.

			
				Pro Tip: In sedentary individuals, BMR (energy needs while resting) represents about 60 to 80 percent of total energy expenditure. You’re not sedentary. Instead, there’s a wide range of calories to consider adding to BMR in order to adequately fuel your day. And this number could be significant: research finds that BMR may account for less than 34 to 42 percent of total daily needs in elite endurance athletes.

			
			MAINTAINING WEIGHT AND PERFORMANCE

			Whether your current weight matches your goal weight or not, accurately accounting for both BMR and level of physical activity is critical to identifying the amount of energy you need throughout the day. The more active you are, the more energy you need to consume to support your athletic performance and crank through your workouts, even if weight loss is a goal. Think of it this way. Let’s say you pre-fuel with a 150-calorie snack and then run 5 miles, burning an estimated 500 calories. Exercise burn minus pre-exercise fuel equals a caloric deficit of 350 calories. Now let’s say you skipped the pre-workout fuel and struggled to cover the distance, stopping short at 3 miles. You created a deficit of 300 calories. Adding a little bit of fuel can support your performance and the metabolic adaptations that come with exercise while also allowing you to create a bigger deficit. So don’t skimp when it comes to fueling your activity.

			To determine how much energy you need to support health and sport, you’ll identify your physical activity level (PAL) factor and multiply by your BMR. PALs were established by the Institute of Medicine to determine the amount of energy expended across bouts of physical activity. PALs are most accurate for sedentary individuals because energy expended during workouts varies greatly from day to day, session to session. Identify your PAL factor using the “Ask Yourself” questions in the chart below.

			Choose a range of PAL that best suits your day. Your training load shifts from day to day, so your PAL factor will change daily as well. Thus your calorie needs will be greater on days slated for heavy training than on recovery days. In my clinical practice, when I’m estimating calorie needs for weight loss, maintenance, and weight gain, I narrowly define ranges using varying PALs. I find this more precise than adding or subtracting some arbitrary number of calories from a BMR.

			WHICH PAL IS RIGHT FOR YOU?

			That depends on your goals. If weight loss will improve your performance, you might target the low end of the PAL range. Those interested in weight maintenance should choose a midrange PAL, and those striving for increases in body mass can consult the upper end of the range. As always, these ranges and outputs are simply an estimate. There is substantial room for error for athletes based on the significant energy cost of exercise on some days and not on others. Listen to your body, considering your levels of fatigue and hunger and your ability to recover. Don’t let a number steer you toward low energy availability or the related relative energy deficiency in sport (RED-S), which will be discussed in greater depth on this page.

			DETERMINE YOUR PAL

			
				
					
					
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Physical Activity Level Category

						
							
							Ask Yourself

						
							
							Low End (weight loss)

						
							
							Midrange (weight maintenance)

						
							
							High End (weight gain)

						
					

					
							
							SEDENTARY

						
							
							Do you spend most of your day resting, sitting, studying?

						
							
							1.1

						
							
							1.25

						
							
							1.39

						
					

					
							
							LOW

						
							
							Are you up and about during the day but don’t participate in purposeful physical activity? Are you temporarily sedentary due to recovering from an injury?

						
							
							1.4

						
							
							1.5

						
							
							1.59

						
					

					
							
							LIGHTLY ACTIVE

						
							
							Do you exercise 30 minutes a day or walk the equivalent of 6 miles a day?

						
							
							1.6

						
							
							1.7

						
							
							1.8

						
					

					
							
							MODERATELY ACTIVE

						
							
							Do you exercise an hour a day or walk the equivalent of 8-plus miles a day?

						
							
							1.7

						
							
							1.8

						
							
							1.9

						
					

					
							
							HIGHLY ACTIVE

						
							
							Are you intensely training for a race or competition, exercising 2 to 3 hours a day?

						
							
							1.9

						
							
							2.2

						
							
							2.5

						
					

				
			

			Example: A thirty-year-old woman weighs 140 pounds. She is 5'6" and has determined that with some nutritional improvements, she can get a bit faster and leaner. She works out 30 minutes every day and wants to reach 130 lbs, which, based on BMI and IBW equations, is within a healthy range.

			
				Weight: 140 lb / 2.2 = 63.6 kg

				Height: 5'6" → 66 in × 2.54 = 167.6 cm

				[[10 × 63.6] + [6.25 × 167.6] − [5 × 30] − 161] × PAL factor of 1.6

				[[636] + [1047.5] − [150] − 161] × 1.6 = 2,196 calories needed to support activity and facilitate weight loss

			

			As you can see, determining calorie needs is not as simple as doing mental math on the fly. Now that you have a range to help you ID your daily energy needs, you can get started mapping out a plan for your daily macronutrient intake. Remember, what’s more important than total calorie intake is calorie value. In fact, some people never track caloric intake, instead focusing on making healthy, whole food choices.

			If you choose to calculate calories, consider this metric as a helpful guide while you build your best plate, incorporating colorful, nutrient-dense foods to fuel you. Use it to determine how
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